According to the 'Cartesian theatre' model of consciousness, human beings possess a res cogitans: an agent with both rational thought and will power. Büchner was planning to lecture on Descartes in Zurich, and so he would have been well aware of Cartesian philosophy. This contribution examines how Büchner might have approached the problem of the res cogitans. For the Naturphilosoph Lorenz Oken, Büchner's patron in Zurich, our brain is the battle ground of polar tensions whenever we are awake. An analysis of Büchner's philosophical manuscripts leads to the conclusion that Büchner did not respect the Cartesian distinction between an immaterial res cogitans and a material body machine. The individuals in Büchner's writings lack the Cartesian res cogitans, the immutable soul which is in clear command of its thoughts and its will power. This is illustrated by an analysis of Robespierre's soliloquy toward the end of the first act of Danton's Tod, showing that the res cogitans is only one of many competing voices in Robespierre's consciousness: it does not possess any privileged position in relation to other voices.
'Cartesian theatre' is the term used by the American philosopher Daniel Dennett to describe the most commonly used anthropological model of human consciousness. According to this model, human beings possess a soul or res cogitans, i.e. an agent with both rational thought and will power. This immaterial soul is assumed to reside somewhere within the body where it observes the outside world and determines the body's course of action. Whereas the body is obviously enchained in material causality, the soul is thought to be 'free' , and it is this freedom which marks man's unique position in the great chain of being and secures him his place in a society of laws and contracts. 'Woyzeck, der Mensch ist frei, in dem Menschen verklärt sich die Individualität zur Freiheit' ,1 the doctor in Georg Büchner's drama Woyzeck exclaims both enthusiastically and threateningly. And this is the real message behind his exclamation: since Woyzeck is the proud owner of an autonomous soul, he can be held accountable for his body's actions. If he were a dog without a soul he would be free to piss against any wall of his liking. However, as a human being with financial needs Woyzeck has freely and contractually agreed to deliver all his urine to the doctor for inspection. He must therefore suppress his physical urge and control his bladder. This is the darker side of the doctrine of the free will.
When he wrote Woyzeck, Büchner was setting out on an academic career in philosophy and zoology, and the lecture series he was preparing for the university of Zurich was to begin with a detailed reconstruction of Descartes's major writings. We can, therefore, be certain that he was well aware of the Cartesian theatre. Whether or not he considered it to be an adequate and valid model is another question, and a negative answer is at least likely. In Büchner's literary works the movements of a person's thoughts frequently resemble those of a raft in a stormy sea. Arguments pop up and vanish fortuituously, and a res cogitans seems to be either missing or at least lacking the rationality and the will power it should exercise according to the Cartesian system. It is this non-Cartesian depiction of the human mind that contributes decisively to the appearance of modernity which critics have invariably found in Büchner's writings.
I will examine a few pertinent examples from Büchner's literary works at the end of this paper. But in the main part, I will first discuss how Büchner, the scientist and philosopher, might have approached the problem of the res cogitans. Since definitive statements on Büchner's part are lacking, we will have to rely on circumstantial evidence. These lines from the first stanza of Friedrich Gottlieb Klopstock's ode 'Der Zürchersee' ('The Lake of Zurich' , 1750) might serve as a motto for Büchner's attitude as a biologist. Büchner's goal as a botanist and zoologist was to explore nature's 'cunning pomp' ('deiner Erfindung Pracht'). As a high school
